The performance appraisal has become a standard topic in the business or management curriculum, most frequently covered in personnel, management, human resources, or organizational behavior classes. Students learn such things as the types of employee appraisal systems, how to create appraisal instruments, and how performance appraisals fit into the larger employment cycle. What these students seldom have an opportunity to acquire or to practice, however, are the specific communication skills necessary to effectively implement the systems they study. However knowledgeable our graduates may be in the principles and theory of performance appraisal, their ability to effectively execute these systems, particularly under difficult circumstances, is often limited unless they have acquired accompanying competence in oral and written communication. The performance appraisal has become a standard topic in the business or management curriculum, most frequently covered in personnel, management, human resources, or organizational behavior classes. Students learn such things as the types of employee appraisal systems, how to create appraisal instruments, and how performance appraisals fit into the larger employment cycle. What these students seldom have an opportunity to acquire or to practice, however, are the specific communication skills necessary to effectively implement the systems they study. However knowledgeable our graduates may be in the principles and theory of performance appraisal, their ability to effectively execute these systems, particularly under difficult circumstances, is often limited unless they have acquired accompanying competence in oral and written communication.
PERFORMANCE APPRAISALS
Performance appraisals have become a primary management tool for improving employee performance, setting total quality standards, and communicating organizational values. Although the performance appraisal serves several functions, its primary purpose is to improve individual performance, most often through a. Clarifying job requirements and standards b. Providing feedback to the employee regarding his or her progress toward meeting these standards c. Guiding future performance by formulating an action-plan and allocating rewards and opportunities.
An effective appraisal, therefore, accomplishes a variety of specific tasks while maintaining a positive relationship between the supervisor and the employee. The difficulty of this task, from the manager's viewpoint, is largely dependent upon the type of appraisal interview required. In some cases, employee performance is satisfactory and the managers goal is to either help the employee maintain his or her current level of performance (when no promotion is possible) or to assist in the development of a realistic career path. The interview assignment as described below, however, pertains only to those situations where performance is unsatisfactory. The management task is to communicate performance problems to an employee who, for any number of reasons, may not be completely receptive to the manager's efforts.
In preparation for the appraisal interview, managers assemble and review all relevant data, make decisions regarding various aspects of the appraisal itself, and prepare the employee for the up-coming meeting. Of the wide range of appraisal methods, the three most frequently used instruments are rating scales, critical incidents, or a combination of the two called behaviorally anchored rating scales (BARS).
BARS anchor the points of the rating scale with fictional sample critical incidents-examples of what the employee's performance looks like for each value of the rating scale and for each dimension being evaluated. On a five-point scale covering typing accuracy, for instance, the critical incident for 1 may be "the employee submits work with approximately an error per page at least half of the time." The highest rating, 5, would indicate that "the employee not only types with nearly 100 percent accuracy, but also identifies errors in documents for which he or she is not directly responsible." Although some organizations use self-rating systems as well, most studies indicate that this practice is dangerous. Since ratings are usually tied to compensation, employees consistently tend to rate themselves higher than do their supervisors.
In accomplishing their task, managers strive to be objective and concrete. They also realize that behavioral change is unlikely to occur unless the employee feels that he or she was involved in the process. Consequently, it is essential that opportunities for dialogue be created. One-way communication in the performance appraisal interview is almost certain to have an unsatisfactory outcome. Through the use of open-ended and probing questions, an objective, unbiased attitude, and nonjudgmental language, managers can encourage their employees to engage in problem solving. In fact, one study found that regardless of the outcome of the appraisal, employees felt satisfied with the interview if their manager was supportive and if they had an opportunity to present their ideas and feelings. Improved employee performance was most likely to occur if a concrete action plan was also established.
THE ASSIGNMENT
Communicating performance problems is always a difficult task. In classroom settings, however, students often depend upon routine, comfortable responses that do not provide opportunities to handle the difficult and unanticipated dynamics that provide the most useful learning experience. This assignment encourages students to create unique, thought-provoking scenarios that provide exceptionally rich experiences for students and instructor alike ( Figure 1 ).
The performance appraisal assignment accomplishes four major objectives within the framework of almost any course in business or managerial communication. It provides students with an opportunity 3. Create written documents that have a clearly defined purpose and reader.
4. Develop an appropriate communication strategy (involving the creation and timing of both oral and written communication) for accomplishing a specified goal.
Examine communication issues involved in conducting employee appraisals.

Procedure
The assignment allows students to select and practice key communication skills in an important and relatively complex context. Although students who have addressed the principles and theory of performance appraisal in earlier classes may be able to enrich this activity in ways that those without this background cannot, the appraisal interview is conceived as a vehicle, not an end in itself. Knowledge of appraisal systems, therefore, is not prerequisite for this assignment and lack of this knowledge in no way diminishes the learning outcomes in a communication-based course.
It is important that you make the objectives of the activity clear and introduce the assignment one to two weeks before the in-class performances so that students have time to thoughtfully prepare their materials and to review the documents produced by their partners. Figure 2 identifies the major components of the assignment and provides a generic time line to assist in planning student activities and deadlines. The second column in Figure 2 suggests ways in which those who have larger classes or less time to devote to the activity might modify the basic plan. A list of assignments that embellish the activity is also provided. Ideally, you should ask each student to play two roles: an employee who has a performance problem and a manager who conducts the appraisal.
Employee Role
In preparation for the role of employee, each student submits both a general description of an organization and a job description. Organizations can range from high technology companies to academic institutions to fast food restaurants; jobs can range from an orderly to a secretary, from a member of a waitstaff to a line worker in a manufacturing plant. It is important that the job description be as thorough and as detailed as possible, including both required competencies and responsibilities, and that students feel comfortable with the positions they select. Although in many cases students will not have had actual work experience related to the positions they choose, the more familiar they are with the jobs the better able they are to perform authentic and meaningful role plays.
You can readily adapt the assignment to communication courses offered in specialized business or management programs where a particular set of jobs may be very appropriate and familiar. In some cases, you might prefer to specify the type of organization students use-e.g., manufacturing, service, international, academic, and so on. In other cases, it may be appropriate to assign students to specific organizations or to specific jobs.
Model job descriptions are helpful to students as they prepare their own materials. Participants may also find it challenging to be given real employment documents from which to develop their assignments. Most businesses are more than willing to share employment materials, and samples of both job descriptions and appraisal forms can be obtained easily. Other samples, which may need to be embellished by the student, can be collected from the classified section of newspapers and magazines.
You can save class time by supplying students with copies of near-final documents.
In addition to producing descriptions of the job and the organization, each student chooses from Figure 3 a specific set of personality characteristics that he or she will assume during the simulation.
These profiles-each problematic in its own way-ensure that each interview will have a unique dynamic and serve two purposes within the context of the appraisal process. First, and most importantly, they provide a basis upon which the manager can identify potential performance problems. Second, by virtue of their problematic natures, the profiles ensure that each interview will have a unique dynamic and challenge students in the manager role to apply their communication skills in a more complex setting.
Employees choose the set of traits they believe they can successfully portray. Again, you can modify the assignment by creating additional profiles or by asking students to develop their own set of characteristics.
Two copies of the descriptions of the organization and job descriptions, along with the selected personality profiles, are due at least one week before in-class performances are scheduled to begin. At this time, students are paired and each class member receives the descriptions and a personality profile from his or her partner. Ideally, you should assign students to different partners for each of their two roles. You may want to withhold the names of students' partners until the day of the appraisal to ensure that none of the interviews has been rehearsed. Unlike other communication assignments where practice is encouraged, effective interpersonal communication requires students to respond appropriately to the immediate and unexpected dynamics of a situation. One of the main purposes of this assignment is to challenge students to apply their communication skills in a somewhat problematic, unstructured setting.
Although managers plan an overall strategy for conducting the interviews and attempt to anticipate employee responses, their ability to adapt and modify their behaviors within the interview context cannot be practiced or assessed unless the encounter is unrehearsed. It is precisely this spontaneous aspect that makes these interviews such a valuable learning experience.
Upon receiving the descriptions and profiles, students can begin the final stage of their preparation: taking the role of manager to develop the performance problem and complete the written performance appraisal.
Manager Role
When a student receives a copy of the materials developed by an "employee" classmate, his or her task as manager is to become familiar with the position and its requirements, and then to envision the specific performance problems that might result when an employee with that particular profile performs the specified job. If, for instance, a student were presented with a Personality Profile A employee (lacks initiative, looking for a better job, little intrinsic motivation, needs the money) in the position of sales clerk, a wide variety of potential performance problems might come to mind. This individual is likely to arrive late to work, take advantage of opportunities to get out of work, resist taking on any additional responsibilities, and so on. Due to his or her tendency to be hot-tempered and defensive, a front desk employee at a hotel with Personality Profile B might have difficulties dealing with guests' complaints or working effectively with members of other departments such as rooms or sales. An employee with Personality Profile D would create any number of job-related problems if he or she had to work closely with other members of a team.
With the performance problems in mind, each manager completes a written appraisal of the employee's performance. Although a sample appraisal form is provided (Figure 4 ), students might obtain forms from organizations similar to the ones in which the employees they appraise would be working.
The more realistic the appraisal materials, the more helpful the simulation will be to students. Depending upon the amount of class time available, written appraisals may or may not be shared with employees prior to the interview.
After determining the most likely performance problems and filling out the appraisal form, students then develop a communication strategy for addressing these problems with the employee. This task is further complicated by the employee's personality profile. Although the focus of a performance appraisal is on clearly identifying and communicating information regarding an employee's job-related behavior, this assignment also serves as a vehicle for students to (1) demonstrate a wide variety of communication skills in response to largely unanticipated scenarios, and (2) decide the appropriateness of various behaviors in meeting specific individual and situational requirements. Hence, the personality profile adds a secondary dimension to the appraisal task as it encourages students to continuously adapt to their partners as they create lively, challenging dialogues.
Instructions for the Interview
Managers prepare for the interview by considering the available information and carefully planning a communication strategy that accomplishes the goals of the assignment:
1. Create goodwill and a climate that facilitates constructive feedback.
2. Reaffirm or agree on job requirements and performance standards. These encounters can easily be limited to five minutes, which is a sufficient period to enable managers to experience some of the challenges of their appraisal task. Students should be warned in advance, however, that they may need to be stopped before they have put closure on their discussion.
Assessment of students' oral performances, then, may most profitably be based on how appropriately students respond to what happens within the context of the interview rather than on their ability to progress from A to B within a particular time frame.
In addition, rather than facilitating a general class discussion after each interview, you can reduce the time required by discussing performances in sets focused around common issues or themes, such as use of nonverbal communication, conflict management skills, or the clarity with which performance information was presented. Recurring questions should be
• What response did the manager make?
• What was the consequence?
• What were his or her alternatives?
• What variables did he or she need to consider?
• Was the response that was provided the most appropriate one?
Although somewhat less desirable, class members may be limited to experiencing just one roleeither manager or employee-rather than both.
Some students may be uncomfortable with the fishbowl situation created by classmate observers.
This issue is best dealt with openly when the assignment is presented. Clearly, almost all in-class activities have some artificial aspects, and the performance appraisal is no exception. It is essential for observers to be present, however, because in this assignment the learning experience comes as much from observation and subsequent discussion of the issues that arise as from the actual experience of the interview itself. Due to its nature, the interviews are particularly rich when processed. Unlike assignments that are more predictable, the appraisal interviews lend themselves to dynamic discussion regarding the appropriateness and effectiveness of the communication strategies employed.
Specific Skills and Principles Addressed
The performance appraisal interview is a perfect forum for students to demonstrate the 5. Conflict management. Each of the employee profiles suggests that some type of conflict will arise between the manager and his or her subordinate. You might ask students to identify the anticipated conflict and then comment on whether or not it was effectively handled within the context of the interview. Did the manager directly address the conflict or problem, or did he or she avoid or smooth over the issue? Was problem-solving collaborative, or one-sided?
Written Documents
Students practice their written communication skills as they prepare the initial organization and job descriptions, complete the appraisal form, and also as they create related documents. Assignments can be simple or elaborate; the company description, for instance, might be a list of characteristics or could be expanded into a public relations brochure.
In this assignment, the written appraisal is given to the employee prior to the interview. However, students might consider the consequences of sharing or not sharing the appraisal document before the actual meeting. Since writing about performance problems requires sophisticated handling of tone, you could display sample responses to questions in the final section of the appraisal for all students to review.
Their impact on the employee can be discussed in terms of both task (form, clarity, organization) and relationship language, tone) dimensions.
You can create any number of writing assignments to embellish the assignment. Managers can be asked to write a memo reminding employees of the up-coming appraisal and recommending how they might best prepare for the encounter. Another writing assignment might be a letter to the employee summarizing the results of the performance appraisal and the goals that have been agreed upon.
Discussion Opportunities
In addition to skill development, the performance appraisal interview provides a rich source of material for discussion. Keeping in mind the stated goals of the performance appraisal interview, you If business communication educators are to assist students in performing the most essential management tasks, they will find few more vital or complex contexts than the performance appraisal.
Effective managers who search for ways to empower employees and create learning cultures will discover that the performance appraisal is one of their most potent tools. Through effective appraisal, employees acquire the skills, attitudes, and values that will distinguish high performance in the decades ahead.
You will participate in two interviews; one in the role of manager, the other in the role of employee.
YOUR ROLE AS MANAGER
You are the____________manager at a 400-room hotel and directly supervise nine employees. You will receive a description of the hotel, a detailed job description, and a personality profile from the employee you are going to appraise. From the description and the personality type he or she has created (and by considering the location of your hotel, its market, and so on), identify some ^eaV* areas of concern with regard to job performance. You must develop and describe in detail at least one serious performance problem.
Written Assignments 1. The written appraisal. An appraisal instrument is attached for your convenience; please feel free to modify it as necessary. Be as realistic as possible in determining what types of problems this individual might be experiencing. Complete the appraisal carefully; it will be given to the employee and to your supervisor several days prior to your interview. Pay special attention to details of performance that will enable you to follow the principles of constructive feedback as well as to the tone of your writing. Remember: Two copies of your assessment instrument are due in class a week before the interview. One will be submitted to your instructor, the other is for the employee. 2. Memo. Within a week of this interview, you will summarize the major outcomes in a memo to the employee. A copy will go into his/her permanent file. Your supervisor will get a copy of all appraisal documents. 3. Self Assessment. Within a week of your interview, you are to view the videotape of your appraisal with your employee and, after viewing, complete and submit the self-assessment provided. Then, select an area (food and beverage, personnel, front desk, housekeeping, and so on) with which you have a reasonable amount of familiarity, and create a detailed job description to give to your manager, who will be conducting your performance appraisal.
The Appraisal Interview
Select a Personality Profile
You will be asked to assume a particular personality for this interview, one that clearly contributes to the performance problems your supervisor will identify. Personality profiles are listed on the attached sheet; choose one that you believe is most appropriate and most interesting, given your particular situation. From your job description and the profile you select, your manager will create at least one performance problem and communicate it to you, first in writing as a performance appraisal document, and then in an appraisal interview. You and your manager will then work toward clarifying the problems, finding possible solutions to these problems, and defining future performance goals. You must remain in your "assumed" personality at all times, responding as you imagine an employee with the particular traits you have chosen would respond. 
MODIFYING THE PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL ASSIGNMENT
EMPLOYEE PERSONALITY PROFILES
Although the profiles that appear below are somewhat stereotypical, you are likely to discover employees who "fit" each description in any organization. The profiles will help generate the types of problems you will encounter when you conduct the employee appraisal. 
Profile
